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Beautifying Masculinity: Men’s Beauty Industry and (Non-) Existence of 
Hegemonic Masculinity (Abstract)
Chihiro WADA
In this essay I analyze the ways in which the beautification of men is narrated 
and relates to masculinity in contemporary Japanese society. As evidence from 
interviews with the directors of two men’s beauty product companies in Japan 
suggests, men’s beautification is not constructed by the products’ uniqueness 
or their components, but by narratives with an “intention to authority” (social 
authority). At one company, the director discussed success at work and 
heterosexual love as results of men’s beautification. At another company, the 
director explained men’s beautification in terms of the spread of culture, or a 
cultural phenomenon. Whereas the former narrative exhibits the practical effects 
of men’s beautification, the latter shows its abstract aspects. Both narratives 
of men’s beautification in Japan, however, involve the idea of social authority, 
whether achieved through success at work and heterosexual love, or as part of a 
larger cultural phenomenon.
Drawing from the concept of itami in Japanese (both in Kanji and Katakana), 
I define beautification as both pain and pathos. Pain indicates the stimulation 
of the body involved in beautification by, for example, applying facial lotion 
to the skin or massaging one’s legs. Pain is an inevitable part of beautification 
because any beautification practice constitutes movement towards the 
surface or the inside of the body, which in turn involves a physical reaction. In 
addition, beautification is a pathetic experience because enjoyment is one of its 
fundamental aspects. In order to enjoy others’ beauty people need both pathos 
and forgetting the pain of others. yet, it is nearly impossible to enjoy beauty and 
feel other’s pain and pathos at the same time. This dynamic does not mean that 
people cannot feel others’ pain and pathos, rather because people inevitably 
share or accept others’ pain and pathos they need to forget them as well. If 
sharing pain and pathos is inevitable, then people cannot escape from being 
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hurt by others’ beautification; however, such sharing does not mean forgetting 
the otherness of others by feeling that one’s pain and pathos is also another’s 
pain and pathos. Instead, the otherness of others is forgotten when people 
refuse to share their pain and pathos with others. If feeling another’s pain and 
pathos is inevitable, then rejecting the process of sharing means forgetting the 
other’s pain and pathos and feeling only one’s own pain and pathos.
Whether practiced by men or women, beautification is characterized by a 
relationship with social authority. Although women’s beautification also involves 
an intention to authority, their beautification is perceived to be excessive and 
readily visible when society fails—as it often does—to legitimatize women’s 
relationship with authority, which is assumed to relate specifically to men’s 
bodies or masculinity. Consequently, women’s beautification intends to be 
readily visible, and feminine subjects are therefore allowed to share the pain 
and pathos of others, which does not threaten their femininity because it lacks 
the presumed connection to authority that masculinity possesses. At the same 
time, as long as the relationship between masculinity and authority is perceived 
to be natural and invisible, masculine subjects may not share the pain and 
pathos of others. Beautification—as a process of constructing authority—has 
to be concealed, and consequently, masculine subjects are not allowed to share 
the pain and pathos of others but are required to consign them into oblivion. 
Therefore, masculine subjects are allowed to only feel their personal pain by 
rejecting the process of sharing beautification. refusing to accept others’ pain 
and pathos is to confirm one’s personal outline in light of the irritation caused by 
others’ pain and pathos. In sum, masculine subjects need to refuse to share their 
pathos and pain with others in order to validate their masculinity.
These arguments suggest that masculinity is the ceaseless repetition of its 
demarcation in contrast to other modes of gender. To confirm the boundaries 
of masculinity, masculine subjects need others, whom or which can be anyone 
or anything because their content does not construct the beautification of men. 
Significantly, masculinity can therefore be anything as long as society recognizes 
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it as masculinity. Elements not recognized as constructing masculinity and the 
culturally unrecognized or unthinkable are always embedded in masculinity as 
possibilities. The culturally unthinkable is not excluded from culture, but it exists 
as unthinkable or unacceptable in particular cultural situations. Consequently, all 
components of a culture can be recognized as masculinity at any time because 
masculinity retains its possibility to contain them. Masculinity ceaselessly 
distinguishes its subjects from others in pursuit of defining what it means to be 
a man, and is thus a continuous repetition of the declaration “I am not you.” In 
this sense, masculinity can be identified and defined by its exclusivity.
